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Abstract. Congress began to hear concerns about the vulnerabilities of the runaway population in the 1970s 
due to increased awareness about these youth and the establishment of runaway shelters to assist them in 
returning home. Since that time, Congress has authorized services to provide support for runaway and homeless 
youth outside of the juvenile justice, mental health, and child welfare systems. The Runaway and Homeless 
Youth Act (RHYA), as currently amended, authorizes federal funding for three programs to assist runaway and 
homeless youth - the Basic Center Program (BCP), Transitional Living Program (TLP), and Street Outreach 
Program (SOP) - through FY2013.1 These programs make up the Runaway and Homeless Youth Program, 
administered by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
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Summary 

There is no single definition of the term “runaway youth” or “homeless youth.” 
However, both groups of youth share the risk of not having adequate shelter and 
other provisions, and may engage in harmful behaviors while away from a permanent 
home. These two groups also include “thrownaway” youth who are asked to leave 
their homes, and may include other vulnerable youth populations, such as current and 
former foster youth and youth with mental health or other issues. 

The precise number of homeless and runaway youth is unknown due to their 
residential mobility and overlap among the populations. Determining the number of 
these youth is further complicated by the lack of a standardized methodology for 
counting the population and inconsistent definitions of what it means to be homeless 
or a runaway. Estimates of the homeless youth exceed one million. Estimates of 
runaway youth — including “thrownaway” youth (youth asked to leave their homes) 
— are between one million and 1.7 million. 

From the early 20 th century through the 1960s, the needs of a generally 
unspecified problem of runaway and homeless youth were handled locally through 
the child welfare agency, juvenile justice courts, or both. The 1970s marked a shift 
toward federal oversight of programs that help youth who had run afoul of the law, 
including those who committed status offenses (i.e., running away). In 1974, 
Congress passed the Runaway Youth Act of 1974 as Title HI of the Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention Act (P.L. 93-415) to assist runaways outside of the 
juvenile justice and child welfare systems. The scope of the act was expanded in 
1 977 to include homeless youth through the Runaway and Homeless Y outh Act (P.L. 
93-415). The Runaway and Homeless Youth Program (RHYP) has since been 
reauthorized approximately every five years since the 1970s, most recently by the 
Reconnecting Homeless Youth Act (P.L. 110-378). The law currently authorizes 
federal funding for three programs — the Basic Center Program, Transitional Living 
Program, and Street Outreach Program. 

The Basic Center Program provides temporary shelter, counseling, and after care 
services to runaway and homeless youth under age 18 and their families, while the 
Transitional Living Program is targeted to older youth ages 1 6 to 2 1 . Y outh who use 
the TLP receive longer-term housing with supportive services. The Street Outreach 
Program provides education, treatment, counseling, and referrals for runaway, 
homeless, and street youth who have been subjected to or are at risk of being 
subjected to sexual abuse and exploitation. Related services authorized by the 
Runaway and Homeless Youth Act include a national communication system to 
facilitate communication between service providers, runaway youth, and their 
families; training and technical support for grantees; and evaluations of the programs; 
among other activities. 

This report will be updated as relevant funding and legislative activities occur. 
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Introduction 

Running away from home is not a recent phenomenon. Folkloric heroes 
Huckleberry Finn and Davey Crockett fled their abusive fathers to find adventure and 
employment. Although some youth today also leave home due to abuse and neglect, 
they often endure far more negative outcomes than their romanticized counterparts 
from an earlier era. Without adequate and safe shelter, runaway and homeless youth 
are vulnerable to engaging in high-risk behaviors and further victimization. Youth 
who live away from home for extended periods may become removed from school 
and systems of support that promote positive development. They might also resort 
to illicit activities, including selling drugs and prostitution, for survival. 

Congress began to hear concerns about the vulnerabilities of the runaway 
population in the 1970s due to increased awareness about these youth and the 
establishment of runaway shelters to assist them in returning home. Since that time, 
Congress has authorized services to provide support for runaway and homeless youth 
outside of the juvenile justice, mental health, and child welfare systems. The 
Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA), as currently amended, authorizes 
federal funding for three programs to assist runaway and homeless youth — the Basic 
Center Program (BCP), Transitional Living Program (TLP), and Street Outreach 
Program (SOP) — through FY2013. 1 These programs make up the Runaway and 
Homeless Youth Program, administered by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS). 

• Basic Center Program: To provide outreach, crisis intervention, 
temporary shelter, counseling, family unification, and after care 
services to runaway and homeless youth under age 18 and their 
families. In some cases, BCP-funded programs may serve older 
youth. 

• Transitional Living Program: To support projects that provide 
homeless youth ages 16 through 22 with stable, safe longer-term 
residential services up to 18 months (or longer under certain 
circumstances), including counseling in basic life skills, 



1 RHYA was most recently reauthorized by the Runaway and Homeless Youth Protection 
Act (P.L. 1 10-3783). 42 U.S.C. §4701 et seq. For additional information about the 2008 
reauthorization law, see CRS Report RL34483, Runaway and Homeless Youth: 
Reauthorization Legislation and Issues in the 110th Congress, by Adrienne L. Fernandes. 
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interpersonal skills building, educational advancement, job 
attainment skills, and physical and mental health care. 

• Street Outreach Program: To provide street-based outreach and 
education, including treatment, counseling, provision of information, 
and referrals for runaway, homeless, and street youth who have been 
subjected to or are at risk of being subjected to sexual abuse and 
exploitation. 2 

This report begins with a brief discussion of the reauthorization of and 
appropriations for the Runaway and Homeless Youth Program, followed by an 
overview of the runaway and homeless youth population. The report describes the 
challenges in defining and counting the runaway and homeless youth population, as 
well as the factors that influence homelessness and leaving home. In particular, 
youth who experience foster care are vulnerable to running away or becoming 
homeless while in care or after having been emancipated from the system. The report 
also provides background on the evolution of the Runaway and Homeless Y outh Act 
from the 1970s until it was last amended in 2008. Finally, it describes the 
administration and funding of the Basic Center, Transitional Living, and Street 
Outreach programs that were created from the act, as well as the functions of their 
ancillary components. (Table A-l in the Appendix provides BCP funding by state 
for FY2007 and FY2008.) 



Reauthorization Activities 

The Runaway and Homeless Youth Protection Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-378) 
reauthorized funding for the Runaway and Homeless Youth Program, established 
new requirements for grantees, and expanded oversight of the program. 

• Funding: P.L. 1 10-378 authorized FY2009 appropriation levels for 
the BCP, TLP, and related activities that exceed the levels 
authorized for FY2004 by $35 million (these are the only recent 
years for which Congress has specified authorized appropriation 
levels). The law also increased the authorized annual minimum 
levels of BCP funding available for states and territories. The law 
requires HHS to reallocate unused BCP funds from one state to 
another and specified that the amount allocated to states for FY2009 
and FY2010 may not be lower than the amount appropriated to the 
states in FY2008. 

• Requirements: P.L. 110-378 allows youth to remain in a program 
funded under the BCP and TLP longer they were able to under the 
prior law, although the law imposes additional criteria for youth who 
stay longer at TLP-funded programs. Further, the law changed the 
definition of “homeless youth” to permit youth older than age 1 8 and 



2 In 42 U.S.C. §4701 et seq., this program is referred to as the Education and Prevention 
Services to Reduce Abuse of Runaway, Homeless, and Street Youth Program. 




